Our Readers and What They Read . 1 

NNUAL reports of public libraries are read only by the few 



1 * individuals in a community where such a library is estab¬ 
lished, and I feel sure that librarians even, do not read all the 
annual reports of public libraries, except in a very cursory way. 
The readers and the reading which I propose to deal with here 
are of the Lending Library only. Our readers, or borrowers 
as they are more correctly called, represent nearly every section 
of the community. As in most of the other public libraries in 
England and elsewhere so it is here—the class most largely 
represented is that of bookkeepers or clerks, and not mechanics 
and factory workers as some suppose. Next come students, 
school boys, and apprentices, then engineers and mechanics, 
labourers, porters, packers and messengers. The other occu¬ 
pations chiefly represented occur as follow:—warehousemen 
and salesmen, linen business, teachers and monitors, joiners 
and carpenters. Among the learned professions, solicitors and 
apprentices head the list, clergymen and medical men follow. 
The total number of borrowers last year (1892-3, both sexes) 
was 7,15a, of this number about one half were between 14 and 
20 years of age, and a fourth of them were aged from 21 to 30. 

The little leaven which the library supplies at such impres¬ 
sionable ages as those of most of our borrowers must eventually 
leaven, if it is not already leavening the whole lump. The 
books which are issued from our Lending Library indicate un¬ 
questionably that the leavening is for good. It is a noteworthy 
fact that since 1888, the year in which our library was estab¬ 
lished, there has been a steady decrease of crime in the city, 


1 Read before the 17th Annual Meeting of the Library Association, September 
1894. 
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while the population has increased from 208,122 in 1881 to 
285,000 in 1893. 

On Saturdays the demand for books is larger than on any 
other day, and some of our borrowers on these occasions are 
desirous of obtaining what they term a “nice book” for Sunday 
reading. Their favourite writers are Mrs. Worboise, Mrs. 
Wood, Mrs. Craik, Grace Aguilar, Charlotte Yonge, Miss Carey, 
E. P. Roe, S. and A. Warner, Mrs. Charles, Edna Lyall, Annie 
Swan and Mrs. Whitby. Readers of novels generally depend 
more upon the recommendations of the library assistants than 
upon the catalogue for the books they take out, but quite the 
opposite is the case with readers of the other classes of books. 
There are also borrowers desirous of a course of reading for their 
general instruction but who do not know what to read—one of 
these addressed to me the following epistle : “ Would you kindly say 
what books I should read so as to be able to talk on any subject; I wish to 
become a good conversationalist." If this young man reads and in¬ 
wardly digests the books which have since been recommended 
to him, he will the better understand the meaning of his am¬ 
bition. 

Apart from the usual daily issue of books, there are special 
occasions on which the public is interested in important move¬ 
ments or events, local and national, e.g., during the recent 
University Extension Lectures, books upon the subjects treated 
of by the lecturers were much sought after by our borrowers, 
and since the Trades’ Union Congress (held in our city last 
September), there has been a large demand for books on 
Socialism, it being a subject which provoked some discussion at 
the Congress. Visits of distinguished persons to the city also 
arouse enquiries for their biographies or information as to their 
history. 

The class of books most largely issued from our library is 
novels or prose fiction, the percentage being 61-20 of the total 
number of all the books issued during the last year (1892-93). 
The percentages of the other classes for the same period occur 
in the following order, viz.:— 


Juvenile Literature . 18 36 

History and Biography . 4-72 

Arts, Sciences and Natural History ... 4-56 

Geography, Voyages and Travels ... 2-59 

Fine Arts, Topography and Antiquities... 1-97 
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Poetry and the Drama . 

Theology, Moral and Mental Philosophy, 

Education and Philology . 1-72 

Law, Politics, Sociology and Commerce 1-09 

These percentages may be taken as the typical annual issue 
of the classes for the last three years, excepting prose fiction 
and juvenile literature, which are both on the increase. 

Having seen the class percentage of the demand, it may 
interest you to know what writers or books have been issued 
most in each class. 

From our last five annual reports I have made the following 
brief selection. In prose fiction the writers most issued were: 
Capt. Marryat, R. B. Blackmore, Chas. Dickens, Samuel Lover, 
Mrs. Wood, Miss Braddon, Edna Lyall, R. L. Stevenson, Rider 
Haggard, A. Dumas, Chas. Lever and Charlotte Yonge. In 
juvenile literature there were G. A. Henty, R. M. Ballantyne, 
G. M. Fenn, W. H. Kingston, Jules Verne, H. C. Adams, F. W. 
Farrar, G. Collingwood and Gordon Stables. 

In history and biography our borrowers show an especial 
liking for the reading of famous battles, and English, Scottish, 
and Irish history, e.g., Kinglake’s Invasion of the Crimea has been 
taken out oftener than any other book in this particular class, it 
being issued 247 times in one year, i.e., two copies of the work 
are apportioned into fourteen sets and each set issued as one 
book. Macaulay's History of England, in four sets, issued separ¬ 
ately, was taken out 113 times during the same period. Burton’s 
History of Scotland, and histories of Ireland by Froude, Dickson, 
Mitchel, Walpole, Wills, Maxwell and others have also been 
much read. Another popular set of books, worthy of mention 
here for the number of times it has been called for by the public, 
is the series known as “ Epochs of Modern History.” Among 
the biographies, Napoleon 1st, Duke of Wellington, Lord 
Nelson, Daniel O’Connell, Boswell’s Life of Johnson, Froude’s 
Thomas Carlyle, George Eliot, Smiles’ Self Help, and “ English 
Men of Letters" series, have been most in demand. 

In arts, sciences, and natural history, Cassell’s Popular 
Educator comes first with an issue of 248 times during a year, 

six volumes of the work issued separately ; next to it follow 
Ward & Lock’s Amateur Work (seven volumes issued separately), 
221 times Health Lectures for the People (ten volumes issued 
separately), 192 times; Workshop Receipts (four volumes issued 
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separately), 150 times. The other popular books of this class 
were Cassell’s Technical Manuals, Ward & Lock’s Industrial Self 
Instmctor, “ British Manufacturing Industries ” series, Ball’s 
Starland, Thompson’s Lessons in Electricity and Magnetism, Nare’s 
Seamanship, Goodeve on the Steam Engine, Holtzapffel On Turning, 
Tyndall’s Fragments of Science, books on Cookery, and Walmsley 
On Cotton Spinning and Weaving. 

In geography, voyages and travels, books upon Africa by the 
following writers were asked for most, viz.:—Sir Samuel Baker, 
Stanley, Col. Butler, Pinto, Du Chaillu, Cameron, Livingstone, 
and Parke. Cassell’s Picturesque Europe had many borrowers, also 
books by Miss Bird, Miss Gordon Cumming, Mrs. Brassey, 
Captain Burton, Captain Burnaby, Macgregor, and McClintock. 

In miscellaneous literature -and collected works the chief 
books issued were:—Matthew Arnold's Essays, J. H. Friswell’s 
Essays, Helps’ Friends in Council, Foster’s Decision of Character, 
T. Carlyle's Essays, Froude’s Essays, Huxley’s Lay Sermons, 
Ruskin’s Fors Clavigera and the works of ‘ Artemus Ward,’ 
Addison, Emerson, Burke, Washington Irving and Defoe. 

From fine arts, topography and antiquities, the popular 
taste was evinced for Vere Foster’s books on Painting, Bach’s 
Principles of Singing, Hullah, On Music, Ruskin’s Seven Lamps of 
Architecture, Joyce’s Irish Names of Places, Sandy’s History of the 
Violin, Taylor, On Pianoforte Playing, Stainer, On the Organ, 
Benn’s History of Belfast, Hall’s Ireland, Lovett’s Irish Pictures, 
O'Laverty’s Down and Connor, Stainer’s Music Primers, De la 
Motte’s Primer of Illumination (“ Art at Home Series,”) Jerome’s 
Three Men in a Boat, Thackeray’s Irish Sketch Book, and Wilde’s 
Ancient Legends of Ireland. 

From theology, mental and moral philosophy, education 
and philology, the demand was for Renan’s Life of Jesus, 
Newman’s Apologia, Adams’ Woman's Work and Worth, Wylie’s 
History of Protestantism, Farrar’s Life of Christ and of St. Paul, 
Thomas A’Kern pis’ Imitation of Christ, Windisch’s Irish Grammar, 
Smiles On Character and On Duty, Blackie’s Self Culture, Matthew 
Arnold’s Literature and Dogma, and God and the Bible, Drummond’s 
Natural Law in the Spiritual World, Crawley’s Handbook of Com¬ 
petitive Examinations, Llorente’s History of the Inquisition in Spain, 
Tolstoi’s Life, Velasquez, Otto and Sauer respectively, on the 
Spanish, Danish, and Italian Languages, Morris’ English Accidence, 
Butler’s Lives of the Saints, Robertson's Sermons, and Stewart and 
Tait On the Unseen Universe. 
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The most popular books in poetry and the drama were the 
poetical works of Robert Burns, Tennyson, Ariosto, De Vere, 
Swinburne, Moore, Byron, Samuel Lover, W. Morris, W. 
Allingham, Lowell, Shakespeare, Sheridan and Moli6re. The 
classical works of Homer and Virgil were much in request. The 
books having the largest issue in law, politics, sociology and 
commerce were:—Smiles’ Thrift, Stonehenge’s British Rural 
Sforts, Webb’s Art of Swimming, Cassell’s Book of Sports and 
Pastimes, “ The Badminton Library ” books on Shooting, Cycling, 
Fishing and Boating, Malthus On Population, George On Progress 
and Poverty and Social Problems, Maclaren’s Physical Education and 
Walker’s Political Economy. 

It may be asked by Belfast people how these returns compare 
with those of other Public Libraries; well the least we can say 
is, that they are favourable, when we come to compare them with 
the principal Public Libraries of England. The percentages of 
issue for the various classes of books during a year at the follow¬ 
ing Public Libraries as per their last reports are, viz.:— 

Birmingham. 

Percentages. 


Prose Fiction . 64-21 

Science and Arts and Natural History 7-66 

History and Biography, and Voyages and 

Travels. 6-10 

Miscellaneous Literature... ... ... 3-90 

Theology, Morals and Metaphysics ... 1-67 

Poetry and the Drama. 1-50 

Commerce, Political Economy, Law and 

Politics. 0-30 

Juvenile Literature . 9-97 


Liverpool. 

Prose Fiction . 7979 

Science and Arts, Natural Philosophy, 

&c., and Natural History ... 7-0 

History and Biography, and Voyages and 

Travels. y 0 

Miscellaneous Literature ... ... 5-0 

Theology, Morals and Metaphysics ... 1-32 

Poetry and the Drama. o-66 

Commerce, Political Economy, Law and 

Politics ... ... ... ... 0-7* 
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Manchester. 

Prose Fiction ... ... ... ... 78'45 

Science and Art. 5-22 

History and Biography, and Voyages and 

Travels. 572 

General Literature . 9^0 

Theology, Morals and Metaphysics ... 1*08 

Commerce, Political Economy, Law and 

Politics. 0‘50 

George H. Elliott. 
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